Previous research on word of mouth (WOM) has presented inconsistent evidence on whether consumers are more inclined to share positive or negative information about products and services. Some findings suggest that consumers are more inclined to engage in positive WOM, whereas others suggest that consumers are more inclined to engage in negative WOM. The present research offers a theoretical perspective that provides a means to resolve these seemingly contradictory findings. Specifically, the authors compare the generation of WOM (i.e., consumers sharing information about their own experiences) with the transmission of WOM (i.e., consumers passing on information about experiences they heard occurred to others). They suggest that a basic human motive to selfenhance leads consumers to generate positive WOM (i.e., share information about their own positive consumption experiences) but transmit negative WOM (i.e., pass on information they heard about others' negative consumption experiences). The authors present evidence for self-enhancement motives playing out in opposite ways for WOM generation versus WOM transmission across four experiments.
The term "word of mouth" (WOM) commonly refers to the flow of communications among consumers about products and services (Westbrook 1987) . According to the Keller Fay Group (2006) , 3.4 billion conversations about brands take place every day. These conversations have a tremendous impact on consumer behavior. Researchers have found that WOM communications influence nearly 70% of all buying decisions (Balter 2008) and are considered the primary driving force in two-thirds of all industries (Dye 2000) . For example, WOM has been shown to affect purchasing behavior in food service (Arndt 1967) , banking (Keaveney 1995) , entertainment (Brown and Reingen 1987) , technological products (Herr, Kardes, and Kim 1991) , and appliances and clothing (Richins 1983) .
Given the importance of WOM in marketing, several researchers have investigated the type of information consumers share. In particular, various efforts have been mounted to study whether consumers are more likely to propagate positive or negative WOM. On the one hand, anecdotal evidence (Hanna and Wozniak 2001; Heskett, Sasser, and Schlesinger 1997) and some empirical findings (Donavan, Mowen, and Chakraborty 1999; Kamins, Folkes, and Pernes 1997) suggest that consumers are more likely to engage in negative rather than positive WOM. On the other hand, some empirical findings suggest that consumers are more likely to engage in positive rather than negative WOM (East, Hammond, and Wright 2007; Godes and Mayzlin 2004; Holmes and Lett 1977; Keller 2007) . Thus, to date, evidence regarding the prevalence of positive versus negative WOM in the marketplace is mixed.
Despite the practical relevance of understanding under what conditions consumers tend to engage in either positive or negative WOM, prior research has mainly examined a plethora of distinct psychological motives that can drive either positive or negative WOM in isolation rather than explaining when positive versus negative WOM is more likely to occur. For example, some studies have found positive WOM to be driven by a desire to help the company (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998) , altruism (Sundaram, Mitra, Webster 1998) , a desire to signal expertise to others (Wojnicki and Godes 2011) , and product involvement (Dichter 1966) . In contrast, other studies have found negative WOM to be driven by a need to retaliate against the company for a negative experience (Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998) , a desire to resolve cognitive dissonance (Engel, Blackwell, and Miniard 1993) , and a desire to seek advice on how to deal with a negative experience (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998) .
Although any of these motives can independently drive either positive or negative WOM, in this article, we examine a single psychological motive that offers a possible means to reconcile contradictory evidence about the prevalence of positive versus negative WOM. In particular, we focus on self-enhancement as a unique motive that sheds light on the question of when consumers are more likely to engage in positive rather than negative WOM, and vice versa. Building on the notion that people often seek to enhance the self (Baumeister 1998; Fiske 2001) , we propose that consumers can use both positive and negative WOM communications to fulfill this basic motive. Specifically, our theory predicts that whether consumers engage in positive or negative WOM to self-enhance might hinge on the stage at which WOM occurs. In the following section, we introduce the idea that WOM unfolds over two distinct stages and discuss how the self-enhancement motive leads to systematic differences in WOM valence across these two stages.
SELF-ENHANCING THROUGH WOM GENERATION AND TRANSMISSION
Prior research has suggested that consumers often consider the marketplace as a route to self-express and fulfill psychological needs (Belk 1988; Berger and Heath 2007; Sirgy 1982) . In particular, one of the most prevalent needs that can arise among consumers is the need for selfenhancement (Fiske 2001) . Self-enhancement refers to the basic human need to feel good about oneself (Baumeister 1998) and is manifested in the desire to bolster or improve the self-concept, achieve a positive self-image, and maintain self-esteem (Brown, Collins, and Schmidt 1988; Sedikides 1993; Shrauger 1975; Smith 1968 ).
An important aspect of a person's self-enhancement involves managing his or her representation of the self in social interactions to create good impressions and gain positive recognition from others (Berger and Schwartz 2011) . To illustrate, when talking to others, people may highlight information that has positive implications for them (Sirgy 1982) rather than information that reflects negatively on them (Richins 1984) . Building on this notion, we propose that consumers can engage in positive as well as negative WOM to bolster the self. Importantly, we predict that whether consumers with a need to self-enhance engage in positive or negative WOM depends on the stage at which WOM occurs. We suggest that WOM typically unfolds over two distinct stages that have not been clearly delineated to date: WOM generation and WOM transmission.
Hereinafter, we use the term "WOM generation" to describe a situation in which consumers share information about their own personal experiences with products and services. In this respect, the information is "generated" by the source of the experience. For example, Mary might talk to Jane about her own experience with her new laptop. In contrast, we use the term "WOM transmission" to describe a situation in which consumers pass on information about experiences with products and services they have heard occurred to someone else. In this case, information about an experience that occurred to a third person is simply passed along or "transmitted" secondhand. For example, Jane might tell another person what Mary said about her experience with her new laptop. We propose that, to satisfy an active need to self-enhance, consumers might engage in WOM communications of opposite valence in the generation versus transmission stage.
Enhancing the Self: Positive WOM Generation and Negative WOM Transmission
People can maintain a positive self-view by linking the self with positive personal outcomes (Brown, Collins, and Schmidt 1988) and distancing the self from negative personal outcomes (Sedikides 1993; Sedikides and Strube 1995) . Consistent with this idea, previous research has hypothesized that talking about personal positive experiences with products and services could be one means to bolster a person's self-concept (Dichter 1966; Engel, Kegerreis, and Blackwell 1969) . This notion has received some, albeit sparse, empirical investigation. For example, Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) and Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster (1998) analyze surveys in which respondents self-reported their motivations to engage in WOM and found correlational evidence for the role of self-enhancement as a driver of positive WOM. More recently, Wojnicki and Godes (2011) used a more controlled experimental setting and showed that experts tend to generate positive WOM as a way to signal their expertise, thus maintaining their reputation and boosting the self. These studies provide preliminary evidence for the possibility that self-enhancement leads to positive WOM generation.
Although previous work provides a potential explanation as to why consumers seem to be more inclined to share positive information, it does not account for the opposing evidence suggesting a greater inclination to share negative information (e.g., Donavan, Mowen, and Chakraborty 1999; Kamins, Folkes, and Perner 1997) . To address these potentially conflicting findings, we propose that the need to selfenhance does more than simply motivate consumers to share their own positive experiences. In particular, we propose that the need to self-enhance also drives consumers to share negative information about experiences that occurred to others, thus leading to negative WOM transmission.
Why would a need to self-enhance lead to greater transmission of negative information about others' experiences? Previous research has shown that in addition to self-enhancing by sharing information about their personal performance and experiences, people can self-enhance by talking about the performance and experiences of others (Brown, Collins, and Schmidt 1988; Tesser and Campbell 1982) . Specifically, others' poor performance positively affects the evaluation of the self: The more negative others' performance and experiences are, the better people feel about themselves (Tesser 1988; Tesser and Paulhus 1983) . In contrast, others' positive performance can negatively affect people's evaluation of the self. Thus, to maintain a positive self-view, people may highlight negative aspects when describing others (Krueger 1998; Taylor and Brown 1988; Zuckerman and O'Loughlin 2006) . According to this evidence, we expect that when talking about experiences they heard occurred to others, consumers will tend to transmit negative rather than positive WOM to self-enhance.
Thus, whether consumers with a need to self-enhance will share more positive or more negative WOM than those without a need to self-enhance should depend on whether they are generating WOM (i.e., sharing information about themselves) or transmitting WOM (i.e., sharing information about others). Formally, H 1 : Consumers with a need to self-enhance (a) generate more positive WOM and (b) transmit more negative WOM than consumers who do not have a need to self-enhance.
Evidence for Positive WOM at Generation and Negative WOM at Transmission
The self-enhancement account of WOM generation and transmission provides a psychological perspective that offers a possible explanation for the discrepant findings about the predominance of positive versus negative WOM in the marketplace. Although other psychological motivations might influence WOM communications, if our theoretical account is correct, evidence that positive WOM is more pervasive should be more likely to be present in studies that investigate messages at the generation stage. Conversely, evidence that negative WOM is more pervasive should be more likely to be present in studies that investigate messages at the transmission stage.
Indeed, previous research that can be classified as focused on WOM generation (i.e., investigating consumers sharing information about their own consumption experiences) seems to favor the hypothesis of a prevalence of positive messages. For example, in a large-scale investigation of 21,045 conversations generated by consumers about their experiences with different products and brands, the Keller Fay Group (2006) finds that 65% of these were positive and just 10% were negative. Holmes and Lett (1977) find that consumers with a favorable attitude toward a product are far more likely to generate WOM about their own experiences than consumers with an unfavorable attitude. Godes and Mayzlin (2004) show that positive comments about television programs are twice as frequently generated as negative ones. Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) and Liu (2006) find that positive book and movie reviews are more commonly generated than negative ones. Finally, East, Hammond, and Wright (2007) and Keller (2007) show the prevalence of positive over negative WOM generation across various industries and contexts, including food and dining, retail, telecommunications, banking, health care, and automotive services.
In contrast, previous research that could be classified as focused on WOM transmission (i.e., investigating consumers passing on information about consumption experiences that occurred to others) seems to favor the hypothesis of a prevalence of negative messages. For example, in a recent largescale research effort examining online and offline conversations about brands, Burson-Marsteller (2009) finds that consumers pass on information about negative experiences they have heard about from others to 17 people on average, but information about positive experiences to only 11 people. In addition, Donavan, Mowen, and Chakraborty (1999) find that WOM communications in the form of urban legends, that refer to others' experiences, are more likely to be transmitted when the story being told is negative rather than positive. Similarly, Kamins, Folkes, and Perner (1997) suggest that negative product information is transmitted more than positive information. Moreover, research conducted in 2004 by Wirthlin Worldwide shows that negative messages about others' poor experiences, such as product failures, financial frauds, and safety issues, are most likely to be forwarded by e-mail users (Allsop, Bassett, and Hoskins 2007) .
Therefore, when examined through our novel conceptual lens of generation and transmission, previous findings seem consistent with the prediction that positive WOM is predominant in the generation stage, while negative WOM is predominant in the transmission stage. Although these findings are consistent with our self-enhancement account, whether and how the human need to self-enhance differentially affects WOM valence as a function of WOM stage remains to be tested.
Contribution and Overview
The present research is the first to our knowledge to investigate the role of self-enhancement at different stages of WOM (i.e., generation and transmission). By introducing the distinction between WOM generation and WOM transmission, we further the field's understanding of when positive WOM might prevail over negative WOM and vice versa. In doing so, we introduce the perspective that negative WOM can be used in a self-enhancing manner just as positive WOM can. In what follows, we present four empirical studies that test our predictions and provide convergence on the proposed psychological mechanism.
EXPERIMENT 1: HOW NEED TO SELF-ENHANCE AFFECTS WOM VALENCE
The goal of Experiment 1 was to examine whether an active need to self-enhance can lead to systematic differences in WOM valence as a function of generation and transmission, as hypothesized in H 1a and H 1b . In particular, we manipulated the need to self-enhance through a threat to participants' self-view. Previous research has shown that when people feel threatened, they are motivated to engage in self-enhancing behaviors aimed at restoring a positive self-view (Jussim, Yen, and Aiello 1995; Steele 1988; Tesser and Campbell 1985) . Thus, we predict that people whose self-view has been threatened will generate more positive WOM but transmit more negative WOM than those whose self-view has not been threatened.
Method
Ninety-seven students (52 women, 45 men) participated in a lab session in exchange for course credit. We randomly assigned participants to one of two experimental conditions: a condition designed to elicit a need for self-enhancement or a baseline condition. We manipulated the need to selfenhance through episodic priming. Specifically, in the needto-self-enhance condition, we told participants that they were participating in a survey on academic performance, and we asked them to describe the course in which they had the poorest performance during their academic career. In the baseline condition, we told participants that they were participating in a survey on daily life activities, and we asked them to write about their last trip to the grocery store (see Rucker and Galinsky 2008) .
We pretested the effectiveness of our manipulation in threatening participants' self-views using a separate sample of 69 students drawn from the same population of respondents. In particular, after administering the manipulation, we assessed respondents' self-view with six items, each measured on a seven-point scale (1 = "unsatisfied with yourself," "not proud of yourself," "bad about yourself," "unsuccessful," "not confident about yourself," and "worthless"; 7 = "satisfied with yourself," "proud of yourself," "good about yourself," "successful," "confident about yourself," and "a person of worth";  = .94). The results showed that participants in the baseline condition held a more positive selfview (M = 4.93, SD = 1.16) than those in the need-to-selfenhance condition (M = 2.67, SD = 1.49; F(1, 67) = 48.86, p < .001), thus suggesting that the manipulation indeed threatened participants' self-views. Moreover, we assessed whether the manipulation affected participants' mood states using the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 1988) . Consistent with prior research on psychological threats (e.g., Cutright et al. 2011; Rucker and Galinsky 2008) , the results revealed that mood was not affected by the manipulation. In particular, separate analyses of variance (ANOVAs) on participants' overall positive and negative mood showed no significant treatment effect (ps > .3), indicating that the manipulation did not create different mood states. Thus, mood could not account for the effects we report on WOM valence.
Next, respondents participated in an ostensibly unrelated study in which we asked them to talk about consumption experiences with products and services. In particular, to simulate a real-world situation, we asked participants to engage in a conversation with a confederate blind to the aim of the research, in which they talked about a consumption experience of their choice. To enhance the realism of the situation, we did not directly manipulate WOM stage but left it to participants to decide whether to talk about an experience that occurred to them directly or about an experience they had heard occurred to somebody else. After prompting participants to begin talking about a consumption experience of their choice, the confederate assumed a passive role, simply listening without interrupting, thus creating a onesided conversation. Unbeknownst to participants at the time, the conversation was recorded. At the end of the conversation, participants were debriefed and dismissed.
Two independent coders analyzed the recorded conversations. First, they indicated whether participants talked about an experience that occurred to them directly (i.e., WOM generation) or about an experience they had heard occurred to somebody else (i.e., WOM transmission). Then, they completed two measures of WOM valence: They rated the overall valence of the conversation on a nine-point scale (1 = "very negative," 5 = "neutral," and 9 = "very positive") and counted the number of positive, negative, and neutral thoughts discussed in each conversation. Initial agreement between coders was 90% or higher for each dimension, and disagreement was resolved through discussion. In line with previous literature, we computed an index of thought valence by subtracting the number of negative thoughts from the number of positive thoughts and dividing this difference by the total number of thoughts (e.g., Briñol et al. 2007; Petty, Briñol, and Tormala 2002) . Therefore, this index could range from -1 (all thoughts coded as negative) to +1 (all thoughts coded as positive).
Results and Discussion
The analysis of WOM stage revealed that 65% of participants talked about an experience that occurred directly to them (i.e., WOM generation), whereas 35% of participants talked about an experience they heard occurred to someone else (i.e., WOM transmission). Thus, participants showed a more pronounced tendency to talk about their own personal experiences rather than about others' experiences, a result consistent with previous evidence suggesting that the majority of WOM conversations are about personal experiences (Keller Fay Group 2006) . We analyzed the data using a regression model in which WOM valence was expressed as a function of need to self-enhance (coded as 0 for absent and 1 for present), WOM stage (coded as 0 for generation and 1 for transmission), and their interaction.
Coders' ratings of WOM valence. The analysis revealed a significant main effect of need to self-enhance (b = 1.60, t(93) = 2.42, p = .02), suggesting that participants who had an active need to self-enhance (i.e., participants whose selfview had been threatened) talked about more positive experiences than participants in the baseline condition (i.e., participants whose self-view had not been threatened). However, no significant main effect of WOM stage emerged (t(93) = 1.22, not significant [n.s.]). The main effect of need to selfenhance was qualified by a significant two-way interaction between WOM stage and need to self-enhance (b = -4.23, t(93) = 3.81, p < .001). Specifically, consistent with H 1a , when generating WOM, participants with a need to selfenhance talked about experiences that were more positive (M = 6.56, SD = 2.40) than participants with no need to self-enhance (M = 4.95, SD = 2.71; t(93) = 2.42, p = .02). In contrast, consistent with H 1b , when transmitting WOM, participants with a need to self-enhance talked about experiences that were more negative (M = 3.25, SD = 2.73) than participants with no need to self-enhance (M = 5.89, SD = 2.65; t(93) = 2.94, p < .001) (Figure 1, Panel A) .
WOM valence according to thought protocols. The analysis revealed a significant main effect of need to self-enhance (b = .22, t(93) = 2.07, p = .04), suggesting that participants who had an active need to self-enhance talked about more positive experiences than participants in the baseline condition. However, no significant main effect of WOM stage emerged (t(93) =.81, n.s.). The main effect of need to selfenhance was qualified by a significant two-way interaction between WOM stage and need to self-enhance (b = -.59, t(93) = 3.31, p = .001). Specifically, consistent with H 1a , when generating WOM, participants with a need to selfenhance talked about experiences that were more positive (M = .22, SD =.38) than participants with no need to selfenhance (M = -.002, SD =.44; t(93) = 2.07, p = .04). In contrast, consistent with H 1b , when transmitting WOM, participants with a need to self-enhance talked about experiences that were more negative (M = -.28, SD =.47) than participants with no need to self-enhance (M = .10, SD =.40; t(93) = 2.56, p = .01) (Figure 1, Panel B) .
To further test the tendency to generate positive and transmit negative WOM, we ran contrasts to check whether participants with a need to self-enhance differed in the predicted directions from the scale neutral point, which was set at 5 on the overall WOM valence scale and at 0 on the thought valence index (i.e., means in generation conditions should be higher and means in transmission conditions should be lower than these neutral points). The results show that WOM valence was indeed higher than the midpoints when participants with a need to self-enhance generated WOM (all ps < .01), whereas WOM valence was indeed lower than the midpoints when participants with a need to self-enhance transmitted WOM (all ps < .05).
Experiment 1 provides initial evidence for the proposition that a need to self-enhance can lead consumers to generate positive but transmit negative WOM. Consistent with H 1a , participants who chose to talk about their own experiences showed a greater tendency to engage in positive WOM when a need to self-enhance was active than when no need to self-enhance was active. In contrast, consistent with H 1b , participants who chose to talk about someone else's experiences showed a greater tendency to engage in negative WOM when a need to self-enhance was active than when no need to self-enhance was active.
Experiment 1 shows that this effect occurred in a naturalistic conversation setting in which participants could choose whether to talk about their own experiences or experiences they heard occurred to others. As might be expected, in the absence of an explicit manipulation of WOM stage, a natural tendency to engage in WOM generation (65% of respondents) rather than WOM transmission (35% of respondents) emerged. In Experiment 2, we sought additional evidence for our account by manipulating WOM stage directly. Moreover, we aimed to test the robustness of the effect by extending our findings from verbal to written communications.
EXPERIMENT 2: THE ROLE OF NEED TO SELF-ENHANCE IN WOM AS A FUNCTION OF GENERATION VERSUS TRANSMISSION
Whereas in Experiment 1 we manipulated participants' need to self-enhance, but not WOM stage, in Experiment 2 we manipulate both participants' need to self-enhance and WOM stage. In addition, unlike Experiment 1, in Experiment 2, participants were asked to write a message to describe a consumption experience rather than engage in a conversation about it. This variation was intended to provide robustness by investigating whether the results in Experiment 1 also hold under a different communication method.
Method
Sixty-four students (34 women, 30 men) participated in a lab session in exchange for monetary compensation. We randomly assigned participants to a 2 (WOM stage: generation vs. transmission) ¥ 2 (need to self-enhance: present vs. absent) between-subjects design. In the first part, we manipulated need to self-enhance through episodic priming. Specifically, in the need-to-self-enhance condition, we told participants that they were participating in a survey on academic performance and asked them to describe the course in which they had the poorest performance during their academic career. In the no-need-to-self-enhance condition, we told participants that they were participating in a survey on daily life activities and asked them to write about their last trip to the grocery store.
Next, we administered to participants a supposedly unrelated survey framed as a study aimed to investigate the language consumers use to describe consumption experiences with products and services. In the WOM generation condition, we asked them to write a message describing an experience that had occurred to them. In the WOM trans- Need to self-enhance No need to self-enhance mission condition, we asked them to write a message describing an experience they had heard occurred to someone else.
To measure WOM valence, two independent coders rated the overall valence of the message on a nine-point scale (1 = "very negative," 5 = "neutral," and 9 = "very positive") and counted the number of positive, negative, and neutral thoughts in each message. Initial agreement between coders was 90% or higher for each dimension, and disagreement was resolved through discussion. We then computed a thought valence index using the same procedure described in Experiment 1.
Results and Discussion
Coders' ratings of WOM valence. We analyzed the data, summarized in Figure 2 , Panel A, using a two-way ANOVA, in which WOM valence was expressed as a function of need to self-enhance (present vs. absent), WOM stage (generation vs. transmission), and their interaction. A significant main effect of WOM stage emerged (F(1, 60) = 18.58, p < .001), suggesting that participants wrote more positive messages when they wrote about their own experiences (M = 6.32, SD = 1.55) than when they wrote about experiences they had heard occurred to others (M = 4.27, SD = 1.83). However, no significant main effect of need to self-enhance emerged (F (1, 60) = .02, n.s.). The main effect of WOM stage was qualified by a two-way interaction between WOM stage and need to self-enhance (F(1, 60) = 11.94, p < .001).
In particular, consistent with H 1a , contrasts revealed that in the WOM generation condition, participants who had a need to self-enhance described experiences that were more positive (M = 6.84, SD = 1.64) than those described by participants who did not have a need to self-enhance (M = 5.50, SD = 1.01; F(1, 60) = 38.56, p < .001). In contrast, consistent with H 1b , in the WOM transmission condition, participants who had a need to self-enhance reported experiences that were more negative (M = 3.70, SD = 1.87) than those reported by participants who did not have a need to selfenhance (M = 5.15, SD = 1.4; F(1, 60) = 7.95, p < .01).
WOM valence according to thought protocols. We analyzed the data, summarized in Figure 2 , Panel B, with a two-way ANOVA. The results show a significant main effect of WOM stage (F(1, 60) = 9.01, p < .01), with participants' thoughts being more positive in the generation (M = .34, SD = .49) than in the transmission condition (M = -.18, SD = .66). However, no significant main effect of need to self-enhance emerged (F(1, 60) = .08, n.s.). The main effect of WOM stage was qualified by a significant interaction between WOM stage and need to self-enhance (F(1, 60) = 7.41, p = .01). Consistent with H 1a , in the generation condition, participants with a need to self-enhance reported thoughts that were more positive (M = .47, SD = .57) than those reported by participants with no need to self-enhance (M = .13, SD = .25; F(1, 60) = 1.67, p = .10). However, consistent with H 1b , in the transmission condition, participants with a need to selfenhance reported thoughts that were more negative (M = -.35, SD = .58) than those reported by participants with no need to self-enhance (M = .09, SD = .69; F(1, 60) = 5.43, p = .03).
Finally, we performed contrasts between the mean scores and the neutral points on the WOM valence scale and on the thought index to further assess whether messages in the generation conditions were positive and messages in the transmission conditions were negative when the participant had a need to self-enhance. The results showed that WOM valence in the generation conditions was higher (all ps < .01), while WOM valence in the transmission conditions was lower (all ps < .07) than the midpoints.
Consistent with a self-enhancement account, Experiment 2 reveals that participants who had a need to self-enhance generated more positive but transmitted more negative WOM than participants who did not have a need to selfenhance. These results provide converging evidence that the valence of WOM communications varies as a function of WOM stage and consumers' need to self-enhance. Furthermore, Experiment 2 shows that the self-enhancement account of WOM generation and transmission holds across different forms of communication, as the same pattern of results emerged both when participants communicated orally (Experiment 1) and when they communicated in writing (Experiment 2). In Experiment 3, we sought convergent evidence for our self-enhancement account of WOM genera- Need to self-enhance No need to self-enhance tion and transmission by measuring rather than manipulating participants' need to self-enhance.
EXPERIMENT 3: THE ROLE OF INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN SELF-ESTEEM IN WOM GENERATION AND TRASMISSION
Whereas in Experiments 1 and 2 we manipulated respondents' need to self-enhance through threat, in Experiment 3 we assessed respondents' chronic need to self-enhance by measuring their self-esteem. Self-enhancement theory suggests that the need to self-enhance should be stronger for people with lower self-esteem than for those with higher self-esteem (Shrauger 1975) . People low in self-esteem seek more self-enhancing experiences than people high in selfesteem (Jones 1973; Shrauger 1975 ) because such experiences provide a means to boost their self-concept, thus making them feel better about themselves (Baumeister 1998; Brown, Collins, and Schmidt 1988; Sirgy 1982) . As previously noted, a means for people to boost their self-concept and feel better about themselves is to highlight either their own positive experiences (Sedikides 1993) or others' negative experiences (Tesser 1988) . Thus, if the need to selfenhance is a driver of WOM that operates differentially across generation and transmission, the tendency to generate positive rather than negative WOM, but transmit negative rather than positive WOM, should be stronger for people with lower rather than higher self-esteem. Formally, H 2 : Consumers with lower self-esteem (a) generate more positive WOM and (b) transmit more negative WOM than consumers with higher self-esteem.
Method
Eighty-two students (46 women, 36 men) participated in a lab session in exchange for course credit. We randomly assigned them to either a WOM generation or a WOM transmission condition of a between-subjects design, with self-esteem serving as a measured variable. We first measured participants' self-esteem using Rosenberg's (1965) self-esteem scale. Specifically, in a survey framed as research on how people view themselves, we asked participants to complete ten items, each of which was assessed on a four-point scale (0 = "strongly disagree," and 3 = "strongly agree"). We then summed these ten items to obtain an index of self-esteem ( = .89).
Next, respondents participated in an ostensibly unrelated study in which we asked them to talk about experiences with products and services. In particular, to simulate a real world situation, we asked them to engage in a conversation with a confederate blind to the aim of the research. In the WOM generation condition, we asked participants to talk about a consumption experience that had occurred to them directly. In contrast, in the WOM transmission condition, we asked them to talk about a consumption experience they had heard occurred to someone else. After prompting participants to begin talking about the consumption experience, the confederate assumed a passive role, simply listening without interrupting, thus creating a one-sided conversation. Unbeknownst to participants at the time, the conversation was recorded. At the end of the conversation, participants were debriefed and dismissed.
As in Experiment 1, two independent coders analyzed the recorded conversations. First, coders rated the valence of the conversation on a nine-point scale (1 = "very negative," 5 = "neutral," and 9 = "very positive"); then, they counted the number of positive, negative, and neutral thoughts in each conversation. Initial agreement between coders was 90% or higher for each dimension, and disagreement was resolved through discussion. After the thoughts were coded, we computed a thought valence index following the procedure used in the previous experiments.
Results and Discussion
Coders' ratings of WOM valence. We analyzed the data with a regression model, in which WOM valence was expressed as a function of WOM stage (coded -1 for generation and 1 for transmission), self-esteem (as a continuous, mean-centered variable), and the interaction term. The analysis revealed a significant main effect of WOM stage (b = -6.06, t(78) = 3.60, p < .001), suggesting that participants talked in a more positive manner about their own experiences rather than experiences that occurred to others. However, no significant main effect of self-esteem emerged (t(78) = .29, n.s.). The main effect of WOM stage was qualified by a significant two-way interaction between WOM stage and self-esteem (b = .22, t(78) = 3.30, p < .001). To explore this interaction more closely, we performed a simple slope analysis at one standard deviation above and below the mean of self-esteem (Aiken and West 1991) . Consistent with H 2a , in the generation stage, participants with lower self-esteem (1 SD below the mean) talked about experiences that were more positive than participants with higher self-esteem (1 SD above the mean) (b = -.24, t(78) = 2.23, p = .03). In contrast, consistent with H 2b , in the transmission stage, participants with lower self-esteem (1 SD below the mean) talked about experiences that were more negative than participants with higher self-esteem (1 SD above the mean) (b = .20, t(78) = 2.28, p = .03). For illustrative purposes, Figure 3 , Panel A, plots the results at one SD above and below the mean of self-esteem, as Aiken and West (1991) outline.
WOM valence according to thought protocols. The analysis revealed a significant main effect of WOM stage (b = -1.33, t(78) = 3.72, p < .001), suggesting that participants talked in a more positive manner about their own experiences rather than experiences that occurred to others. However, no significant main effect of self-esteem emerged (t(78) = .09, n.s.). The main effect of WOM stage was qualified by a significant two-way interaction between WOM stage and self-esteem (b = .05, t(78) = 3.34, p < .001). The simple slope analysis revealed that participants with lower self-esteem reported thoughts that were more positive in the generation stage (b = -.05, t(78) = 2.19, p = .03) but more negative in the transmission stage (b = .05, t(78) = 2.71, p = .01) than participants with higher self-esteem (Figure 3,  Panel B) .
Finally, to further test whether participants with low selfesteem engaged in positive WOM generation and negative WOM transmission, we performed a "spotlight" analysis in which we compared the predicted values at one standard deviation below the mean of self-esteem with the neutral points on the WOM valence scale and on the thought index. The results showed that predicted values in the generation conditions were significantly higher than the neutral points (all ps < .001), whereas predicted values in the transmission condition were significantly lower than the neutral points (all ps < .001), thus showing that consumers with low selfesteem indeed generated positive but transmitted negative WOM.
Overall, the results of Experiment 3 support H 2a and H 2b , suggesting that consumers engage in positive versus negative WOM to enhance the self as a function of generation versus transmission. Indeed, attesting to the role of selfenhancement at both generation and transmission, the tendency to generate positive but transmit negative WOM emerged among participants low in self-esteem but not among participants high in self-esteem. Thus, Experiment 3 supports our self-enhancement perspective of WOM generation and transmission by measuring, rather than manipulating, participants' need to self-enhance.
In Experiment 4, we sought a final piece of evidence that WOM is used as a vehicle for self-enhancement. If a need to self-enhance underlies negative WOM transmission, the tendency to transmit negative WOM should be moderated by whether people feel more or less attached to the person whose experiences they are talking about.
EXPERIMENT 4: THE ROLE OF ATTACHMENT IN WOM TRANSMISSION
Experiment 4 explores the moderating role of the relationship between the person who transmits WOM and the person to whom the experience occurred on the subsequent valence of WOM messages. Prior research on self-enhancement has found that when people feel strongly attached to another person, they gain pleasure from that person's achievements (Tesser 1988) , as these outcomes are likely to benefit the self (Kelley and Thibaut 1978) . Cialdini et al. (1976) suggest that people bask in the reflected glory of close others' accomplishments: The better close others' performance, the more a person can boost his or her own self-evaluation through a reflection process (Tesser 1988) . This evidence suggests that people can enhance their self-image by enhancing the image of people to whom they feel strongly attached.
On the basis of this notion, we argue that the degree of attachment to the person to whom the experience occurred should moderate the tendency to transmit negative WOM. In particular, when attachment is low, we expect people with a need to self-enhance to transmit more negative WOM than those with no need to self-enhance. In contrast, when attachment is high, we expect people with a need to selfenhance to transmit more positive WOM than those with no need to self-enhance. Formally, In addition, by manipulating attachment, we rule out the possibility that negative WOM transmission is merely driven by a general negativity bias (Donavan, Mowen, and Chakraborty 1999; Kamins, Folkes, and Perner 1997) . Negativity bias refers to the notion that negative events are more vivid, potent, and impactful than positive events (e.g., Rozin and Royzman 2001) . As a consequence, when encoded, they remain more accessible in memory and thus are easier to retrieve and more likely to be communicated (Folkes 1988; Herr, Kardes, and Kim 1991) . Therefore, it could be argued that negativity bias predicts a general tendency to transmit negative rather than positive WOM, regardless of whom the information is about. Although this perspective cannot account for the greater generation of positive WOM observed in our prior experiments, it could be argued that negativity bias can drive the transmission of others' negative experiences. However, moderation through attachment would speak against negativity bias as an explanation of the transmission results.
Method
One hundred ten students (69 women, 41 men) participated in a lab session in exchange for monetary compensation. We randomly assigned participants to a 2 (need to selfenhance: present vs. absent) ¥ 2 (attachment: high vs. low) between-subjects design. We first manipulated participants' need to self-enhance through episodic priming. We told participants in the need-to-self-enhance condition that they were participating in research on academic performance and asked them to describe the course in which they had the poorest performance during their academic career. We told participants in the baseline condition that they were participating in research about daily life activities and asked them to describe their last trip to the grocery store.
Next, we administered to participants an ostensibly unrelated survey framed as investigating the language consumers typically use to describe experiences with products and services they heard occurred to other people. In the high attachment condition, we asked participants to talk about a consumption experience that occurred to a relevant other or a close family member. In the low attachment condition, we asked participants to talk about a consumption experience that occurred to an acquaintance or a person they barely knew. In a pretest conducted on a separate sample of 52 students drawn from the same population of respondents, we measured participants' attachment to such figures as a relevant other, a family member, an acquaintance, and a person they barely knew using three items measured on seven-point scales: (1) how close they felt to that person (1 = "not close at all," and 7 = "very close"); (2) how attached they felt to that person (1 = "not attached at all," and 7 = "very attached"); and (3) to what extent they identified with that person (1 = "not at all," and 7 = "very much"). We averaged these items to obtain a measure of attachment ( = .92). Participants reported feeling more strongly attached to a significant other and a family member than to an acquaintance or a person they barely knew (F(1, 48) = 381.46, p < .001).
To measure WOM valence, two independent coders rated the overall valence of the messages on a nine-point scale (1 = "very negative," 5 = "neutral," and 9 = "very positive") and counted the number of positive, negative, and neutral thoughts contained in each message. Initial intercoder agreement was 90% or higher, with disagreement resolved through discussion. Then, we computed a thought valence index following the procedure used in our previous experiments.
Results and Discussion
Coders' ratings of WOM valence. We analyzed the data, summarized in Figure 4 , Panel A, using a two-way ANOVA. The results show a significant main effect of attachment (F(1, 106) = 12.55, p = .001), which suggests that high attachment to the person to whom the experience occurred led participants to transmit more positive WOM than low attachment to the person. However, no significant main effect of need to self-enhance emerged (F(1, 106) = .001, n.s.). More important, the attachment ¥ need to self-enhance interaction was significant (F(1, 106) = 10.47, p < .01). When attachment was low, participants with a need to selfenhance reported messages that were more negative (M = 3.90, SD = 1.59) than those reported by participants with no need to self-enhance (M = 4.87, SD = 1.34; F(1, 106) = 5.28, p = .03), thus providing support to H 3a . However, consistent with H 3b , when attachment was high, participants with a need to self-enhance reported messages that were more positive (M = 5.93, SD = 1.62) than those reported by participants with no need to self-enhance (M = 4.96, SD = 1.65; F(1, 106) = 4.81, p = .02). These findings are consistent with our self-enhancement account and suggest that people with a need to self-enhance might transmit either positive or negative WOM depending on how close they feel to the person to whom the experience occurred.
WOM valence according to thought protocols. We analyzed the data, summarized in Figure 4 , Panel B, with a twoway ANOVA. The results show a significant main effect of attachment (F(1, 106) = 9.02, p < .01) and a significant attachment ¥ need to self-enhance interaction (F(1, 106) = 12.14, p < .001). However, no significant main effect of need to self-enhance emerged (F(1, 106) = .11, n.s.). Consistent with H 3a , when attachment was low, participants with a need to self-enhance reported thoughts that were more negative (M = -.40, SD = .51) than those reported by participants with no need to self-enhance (M = -.02, SD = .49; F(1, 106) = 6.86, p = .01). However, as we predicted in H 3b , when attachment was high, participants with a need to selfenhance reported thoughts that were more positive (M = .25, SD = .42) than those reported by participants with no need to self-enhance (M = -.07, SD = .66; F(1, 106) = 4.38, p = .04).
Finally, contrasts between mean scores in the need-toself-enhance condition and the neutral points on WOM valence scale and thought index show that means in the high attachment conditions were higher (all ps < .01), while those in low attachment conditions were lower than the neutral points (all ps < .001). This indicates that participants indeed transmitted more positive WOM when feeling high attachment and more negative WOM when feeling low attachment to the person to whom the experience occurred.
Experiment 4 provides further evidence for our selfenhancement account, by showing that the tendency to transmit negative WOM is moderated by the degree of attachment to the person to whom the experience occurred. Indeed, participants with a need to self-enhance transmitted negative WOM when they did not feel attached to this person. However, when attachment was high, the effect reversed, and participants transmitted positive rather than negative WOM.
Moreover, Experiment 4 rules out the possibility that negative WOM transmission is driven merely by negativity bias. Negativity bias would predict a general tendency to transmit negative rather than positive WOM, regardless of whom the information is about. Our results, however, suggest that this was not the case, showing that people tend to transmit positive WOM when attachment is high and they experience a need to enhance the self.
GENERAL DISCUSSION
Across four experiments, we show that the fundamental psychological motive to enhance the self (Baumeister 1998; Sedikides 1993) can lead consumers to selectively generate positive but transmit negative WOM. Experiments 1 and 2 demonstrate that both tendencies occur when the need to self-enhance is activated. Experiment 3 provides support for our perspective by showing that the tendency to generate positive but transmit negative WOM is stronger for people with lower self-esteem, who have a more pronounced, chronic need to self-enhance (Jones 1973) . Finally, Experiment 4 provides further evidence for our perspective by focusing on WOM transmission and showing that the tendency to transmit negative WOM is moderated by attachment to the person to whom the experience occurred.
Theoretical Contributions
Our work contributes to the literature on WOM in three important ways. First, we offer novel insights into the conflicting findings on whether consumers are more inclined to engage in positive versus negative WOM. By introducing the distinction between WOM generation and WOM transmission, we propose that a means to reconcile previous conflicting findings is to recognize that consumers may sometimes behave differently at these two stages. The distinction is noteworthy because, although previous research has not differentiated between these stages, an inspection of previous findings shows that the prevalence of positive WOM appears to emerge in studies investigating the generation stage, whereas the prevalence of negative WOM appears to emerge in studies investigating the transmission stage.
Second, we identify self-enhancement as an underlying driver of both positive and negative WOM. In this respect, we advance the field's understanding of the role of selfenhancement as a driver of WOM, by showing that consumers engage not only in positive WOM but also in negative WOM as a way to enhance the self. In particular, consistent with previous findings (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998; Wojnicki and Godes 2011) , we show that consumers tend to engage in positive WOM when sharing experiences that occurred to them. However, novel to the literature, we find that this tendency reverses when sharing experiences that occurred to others.
Third, by introducing the distinction between generation and transmission, we suggest that psychological drivers of WOM may play out differentially across these two stages. As we noted, previous research has investigated a variety of factors that can drive either positive WOM or negative WOM independently. For example, previous work has shown that a desire to help the company (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004) , altruism (Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998) , a desire to signal expertise to others (Wojnicki and Godes 2011) , and product involvement (Dichter 1966) can drive positive WOM. In contrast, a desire to retaliate against the company (Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998) , resolve cognitive dissonance (Engel, Blackwell, and Miniard 1993) , and seek advice after incurring a negative experience (HennigThurau et al. 2004 ) can drive negative WOM. However, previous research has not examined how these motives play out at the generation versus transmission stage.
Managerial Implications
Companies spend substantial resources on advertising campaigns, and yet consumers often base their purchasing decisions on information gained informally through WOM. McKinsey and Bain & Company report that WOM communications are, at present, the greatest force driving sales. Because companies typically have much less control over WOM than over other communication tools such as advertising, it is key for them to understand the basic psychological motives that lead consumers to generate and transmit WOM. Our research suggests that managers should leverage consumers' need to self-enhance by facilitating consumers' ability to engage in different types of WOM. For example, a company could give consumers reasons to "brag" about their own positive experiences with its products and "gossip" about others' negative experiences with competitors' products. This could be done by focusing on brand loyalty initiatives aimed to make customers "true friends," ready to engage in actions that promote the image of the company in a social experience context and put competitors in negative light (Reinartz and Kumar 2002) .
Another important implication suggested by our findings is that, despite the importance of stimulating generation of positive WOM, in general, positive WOM may have an effect that is more immediate and short term than the effect of negative WOM. Whereas consumers might be more willing to generate positive rather than negative WOM, they might be less inclined to pass along (i.e., transmit) positive information to other consumers. On the contrary, although consumers might be less likely to generate negative WOM, when negative information is received, it is more likely to be transmitted to other consumers. In other words, when self-enhancement motives are at play, negative WOM is less likely to be generated than positive WOM. However, once generated, negative WOM might be spread more than positive WOM. In this respect, marketers could monitor consumers' sentiments through innovative semantic web analytic tools that connect the outcome to remediation management work flows to help prevent the diffusion of negative WOM.
Limitations and Further Research
Despite the robustness of our results, which provide convergence on the underlying mechanism, this research has limitations that offer fruitful and exciting opportunities for further research. First, we define WOM generation as an activity in which consumers talk about experiences with products and services that occurred directly to them. In contrast, we define WOM transmission as an activity in which consumers pass on information about experiences they have heard occurred to others. However, in addition to these situations, there are cases in which consumers talk about something that they witnessed happening to someone else (e.g., a person complaining at the restaurant). Although these instances do not strictly fall within our definition of either "generation" or "transmission," our conceptual account would essentially view these as instances of "transmission," and we would therefore make the same predictions.
In addition, although Experiment 4 indicates evidence that the tendency to transmit negative WOM can be reversed, we did not show reversal of the tendency to generate positive WOM. There are certainly cases when people will generate more negative rather than positive WOM. For example, consumers might generate negative WOM to retaliate against the company (Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998) or warn others (Engel, Kegerreis, and Blackwell 1969) . Other possible situations in which this might occur include talking about consumption experiences people do not believe to be representative of themselves, such as choices that were imposed by others, or situations in which consumers can attribute their own negative experience to external factors rather than to themselves. Note that such instances would be consistent with our proposed account, in that they show that people generate negative WOM whenever doing so repairs, protects, or boosts their selves.
Furthermore, although our research offers robust and converging evidence for how the need to self-enhance influences WOM valence across generation and transmission, it does not explore whether and how other WOM drivers might differentially play out across WOM generation and transmission. For example, the psychological motive of retaliation could possibly drive consumers to talk about positive experiences that others had with a competing brand (i.e., transmit positive WOM). The focus on others' positive experiences with competitors would ultimately provide another means to harm the company in question. Investigating how other motives influence WOM generation versus WOM transmission awaits further research.
Another worthwhile direction for further research stems from the idea that consumers may not always transmit faithfully what other people said but may edit the information received (Dubois, Rucker, and Tormala 2011) . In particular, consistent with our self-enhancement account, in the case of low attachment to the person to whom the experience occurred, we expect that people would tend to make negative edits when transmitting positive WOM (i.e., putting a caveat on the positive information) but no edits (or consistently valenced edits) when transmitting negative WOM. In contrast, in the case of high attachment to the person to whom the experience occurred, people might make positive edits when transmitting negative WOM but no edits (or consistently valenced edits) when transmitting positive WOM.
Investigating whether people edit the information received and create systematic distortions, as suggested, offers a worthwhile avenue for further research.
In addition, further research could investigate how the relationship between the person who engages in WOM and the receiver of the WOM communication influences WOM valence as well as perceptions about the person engaging in WOM. In the case of the relationship between communicator and receiver, a person's need to self-enhance might decrease when talking to a person with whom he or she has a strong tie or, conversely, increase when talking to a person who is particularly important or powerful. In the case of the receiver's perception about the sender of WOM, it would be worthwhile to study the effect of what a person has communicated in a WOM context in terms of how likely he or she is to be liked or disliked as well as to be consulted for advice or recommendations about products or services in the future.
Finally, our research does not examine important cultural differences that might produce the opposite pattern: negative WOM generation and positive WOM transmission. All our studies were conducted in the United States; therefore, researchers might examine how WOM generation and transmission differ across cultures. Indeed, self-enhancement tendencies seem to be prevalent for people from Western cultures (for a review, see Baumeister 1998) but are often absent for people from Eastern cultures, who, on the contrary, exhibit tendencies toward self-criticism (Heine and Hamamura 2007; Kitayama et al. 1997) . Thus, if WOM generation and transmission are at least partly motivated by a self-enhancement motive, we would expect the phenomenon investigated in this research to be less pronounced or even to reverse for consumers from Eastern cultures. Investigating this hypothesis would not only shed light on the role of culture in WOM generation and transmission but also provide further converging evidence for our selfenhancement account.
